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Productions of space: Civic participation of young 
people at university  
Dr Mary Ryan, Queensland University of Technology  
Introduction 
Civic participation of young people around the world is routinely described in deficit 
terms, as they are labelled apathetic, devoid of political knowledge, disengaged from 
the community and self-absorbed (Andolina, 2002; Weller, 2006).  This paper argues 
that the connectivity of historicality, spatiality and sociality (Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 
1996) are integral to understandings of the performances of young people as civic 
subjects. Today’s youth negotiate unstable social, economic and environmental 
conditions, new technologies and new forms of community.  Loyalty, citizenship and 
notions of belonging take on new meanings in these changing global conditions 
(Youniss, 2002) as young people make choices about levels of participation and 
performances of civic identity that are tied to space and time (Thomas, 2005). 
 
Universities, historically, have had a civic role to play in society, with recent terms 
such as ‘community engagement’ in university policy or promotional materials, seen 
as an extension of this civic role (Ostrander, 2004). The rhetoric around university 
contribution to community and more importantly, community change, can, on the one 
hand, invite critique about the ideological state apparatus (Althusser, 1971) 
reproducing white, middle class values (Bourdieu, 2001). On the other hand, the civic 
power of universities can also be seen as a way to address social inequity, political 
apathy, isolation and fragmentation (Winter, 2006). This paper suggests that these 
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contradictions of university ideologies and practices across time and space have a 
significant effect on students’ lived practices and conceptions of the ‘ideal’ student 
and citizen.  
 
First, the paper defines the changing notion of what constitutes civic participation in 
new times. Secondly, it uses the spatial theories of Lefebvre (1991) and Foucault 
(1977, 1980) to understand how ‘conceived’ or normative ideological spaces of 
university influence, and are influenced by, ‘perceived’ spaces of everyday material 
practices in the enactment of civic participation. The possibilities offered by 
‘thirdspace’ (Soja, 1996) as a point of disjuncture or resistance to perceived and/or 
conceived ‘norms’ are also explored in these accounts of young people at university. 
Using critical discourse analysis, this paper argues that the chronotope, or time/space 
relationship, produces particular kinds of student citizens.     
 
Civic participation in new times 
Since the 1970s, community projects concerned with ‘participation’ and social change 
have become common around the world, and particularly in the US, UK and Australia 
(Wierenga, 2003).  Such projects related to youth, according to Stacey, Webb, Barratt, 
Lagzdins, Moulds and Stone (2005), have generally had a human rights focus, 
however they argue that often such projects are concerned with what adults can do to 
help youth rather than how youth themselves can take action.  Stacey et al also 
suggest that youth are not recognised for their involvement in environmental, human 
rights or peace movements, and are consequently often regarded as apathetic 
community members.  Turner’s (2005) study of ten 18-24 year olds found that those 
youth were deeply concerned about the environment and embraced the principles of 
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social justice, however Ellis (2004) discovered that although youth may support 
human rights and social justice ideals ‘in principle’, they tend not to actually engage 
in any real social action to promote change.  She indicates that their reported reasons 
for non-engagement include lack of personal investment and feelings of helplessness 
in terms of effecting change.  White and Wyn (2004) point out one of the ironies of 
youth participation; that is, youth are encouraged to ‘actively participate’ in society 
through youth forums and so on, however they are not taken seriously if they mobilise 
politically.  Often ‘legitimate’ participation is framed in such a way as to reside solely 
in government-defined or adult-controlled activities and spheres, and that if youth step 
outside such parameters their actions are trivialised and/or problematised (Harris, 
2008).    
 
So what is civic participation in current times? What constitutes civic participation 
has long been debated in the literature (eg Barber, 1984; Kymlicka & Norman, 1994; 
Wyness, 2006). Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best et al (2002) contend that new 
globalised political, economic and social environments, fuelled by a revolution in 
information-communication technologies, require new ways of thinking about active 
citizenship or civic participation. Forms of civic participation that are reduced to 
purely political acts such as voting and civil rights protests, do not account for the 
myriad ways that young people may involve themselves in participatory practices and 
their reasons for such participation. Vromen (2008) points out that constraints of paid 
work and busy lives can impact on young people’s participation in formal or 
organised civic participation, and suggests that care and compassion of fellow human 
beings, boycotting products and donating to local charities can be considered forms of 
desirable civic action. 
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Harris (2008) provides evidence that youth civic participation is structured by gender 
(alongside other dimensions of social experience), such that different value is attached 
to modes of participation. She claims that the effects of globalisation, de-
industrialisation and individualisation mean that traditional forms of participation are 
less viable for young people, particularly young females. Her findings suggest that the 
use of blogging and social network sites are spaces for expression that can be readily 
taken up by young people disenfranchised by the state of formal politics and adult 
blunders. Young people have the opportunity to be influential within their own groups 
using digital media tools such as mobile phones, instant messaging, websites and the 
like; along with social networking sites such as Face book, MySpace and Twitter 
(Goldman & Booker, 2008). These newer, more personalised forms of civic 
participation are indicative of young people who are passive about ‘big P’ politics, 
and tend to engage in issues that are of personal or group significance (Andolina, 
2002; Zaff, Malanchuk, Michelsen, & Eccles, 2003).  
 
Juris and Pleyers (2009) also point to a new form of civic participation called ‘alter-
activism’ which represents an alternative form of democratic participation by (mostly) 
young people who are often critical of formal political parties, trade unions and non-
governmental organisations. Alter-activism promotes grass-roots participation and 
personal interaction in the context of daily life. They suggest that this form of 
egalitarian participation reflects key tensions of postmodernity (Juris & Pleyers, 
2009), including contradictory trends towards individualisation reflected in multiple, 
shifting patterns of commitment (Vinken, 2005) and resurgent forms of collaborative, 
embodied communalism within the intimate spaces of daily life (McDonald, 2006). 
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Banaji (2008) argues that what counts as ‘civic action’ needs to be problematised in 
terms of whose interests it serves, whether it acts as a control mechanism for the 
status quo, and whether alternatives that young people may take up (for example, 
refusal to vote, civil disobedience and even apathy) are in fact, more democratic than 
state sanctioned ‘civic action’. Rule (2005) similarly shows in his work with Sydney 
community workers, that active community organisations can not be taken at face 
value as doing ‘good’ work, but rather they need to be problematised as part of the 
state apparatus. Such organisations may well constitute a form of governmentality in a 
neo-liberal agenda, in that they often support the status quo and become mechanisms 
of control, rather than necessarily just doing ‘good’ work.  
 
In Australia, church organisations and the voluntary sector are increasingly 
responsible for welfare (Winter, 2006) and operate community service programs 
which recruit young people – thus they engage youth in civic participation (Youniss, 
McLellan, & Yates, 1999). Religion and spirituality are aspects of youth culture that 
are being increasingly highlighted as important areas to study, with the (sometimes 
harsh) realities of modern living serving to impel more people to seek spiritual 
fulfilment (Abbott-Chapman & Denholm, 2001).  Adolescence is a group that is 
targeted by churches, religious organisations and spiritual groups so as to exert 
influence in their lives (Smith, Faris, Lundquist Denton, & Regnerus, 2003).  A 
number of studies have found that spirituality for youth is no longer bound by the 
confines of organised religion, but rather that youth are dabbling in other forms of  
spirituality (de Souza, Cartwright, & McGilp, 2004; Eckersley, Wierenga, & Wyn, 
2006; Engebretson, 2006) in order to find connectedness to the human and non-human 
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world and a sense of purpose for their lives (de Souza, et al., 2004). The ideologies of 
religious and spiritual groups can be proclaimed across social network sites and 
localised networks of friends and family, and can potentially engender personalised 
and humanistic forms of civic action based on such ideologies. 
 
Civic participation in new times then, is a multi-dimensional and potentially 
problematic concept. The chronotope, or intersection of time/space (historical and 
geographical sociality), of civic participation is a key indicator of who gets involved, 
how and why they get involved and whose interests are served by such involvement. 
Theories of spatiality thus provide a useful lens through which to analyse 
performances of civic identity.  
 
Theoretical framing: Foregrounding spatiality in performances 
of civic identity 
Foucault argues that knowledge and discourse function as forms of power and 
disseminate the effects of power through time and space. He suggests that ‘the 
spatialising description of discursive realities gives on to the analysis of related effects 
of power’ (Foucault, 1980, p. 70-71). So rather than focusing on temporal continuity 
and thus internal transformation of an individual’s consciousness, he contends that 
analysis of discourse and discursive practice through spatial, strategic metaphors is a 
way of grasping the precise points at which discourses are transformed in, through, 
and on the basis of power relations. He sees the individual, with their identity and 
characteristics, as the product of power that has been exercised over the body, 
movements, desires and forces (Foucault, 1980). Different forms of power are not 
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only evident at different times in history and across one’s life, but also in different 
places or spaces. 
 
Butler’s (1993) work on the body and performativity sees discourse as producing the 
effect that it names, and thus our words and bodily practices have always already been 
sedimented with socio-historical meanings and ideologies (Butler, 1997). Her 
emphasis on relationality and contextuality in performing identities, can also be seen 
in Foucault’s pre-occupation with space, power and knowledge, and how the micro-
physics of power are inherent in ‘the conduct of conduct’ (Foucault, 1977, 1979). The 
subjectivities of young people are constructed through intersections of the material 
and the discursive in their situated discourse worlds.  Therefore civic practices and 
perceptions can not be taken as ‘normal’ or ‘natural’, but rather as products of their 
elaborate social negotiations which are subject to notions of power, regulation, desire, 
dominance and exploitation. Foucault (1977) suggests that the disciplining of bodies 
creates complex, ‘mixed’ spaces that are both ‘real’ in how they govern the 
disposition of buildings, rooms, furniture; but also ‘ideal’ as they are projected over 
the characterisations, assessments and created hierarchies of individuals (p. 148). 
 
Henri Lefebvre’s ‘triple dialectic’ of historicality, sociality and spatiality which 
produce perceived, conceived and lived spaces of representation, are not dissimilar to 
Foucault’s spatial theorisation of disciplined bodies. Foucault’s (1977) ‘real’ and 
‘ideal’ spaces of institutionalised bodies have parallels with Lefebvre’s ‘perceived’ 
and ‘conceived’ spaces respectively. Foucault (1984) also posits ‘other spaces’ or 
‘heterotopias’ as spaces of difference, or counter-sites where real sites are 
‘simultaneously represented, contested and inverted’ (Foucault, 1986, p. 24). Soja 
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(1996) regards Foucault’s heterotopias as consistent with Lefebvre’s ‘lived space’, 
which underpins his own theorisation of ‘thirdspace’ as an open, critical spatial 
imagination of how things can be different.  
 
Foucault and Lefebvre are not without hope, then, that individuals can dissent from 
normalising categories and spaces to subvert and disrupt the ‘order of things’ 
(Foucault, 1970). Butler (1997) similarly offers generative possibilities for 
subjectification in time and space. Davies (2006) elaborates on Butler’s 
understandings of the ambivalence of subjection or subjectification in her theory of 
performativity as she highlights the paradoxical conditions through which subjecthood 
is accomplished. She suggests that ‘the subject might resist and agonise over those 
very powers that dominate and subject it, and at the same time, it also depends on 
them for its existence’ (p.426). Understanding this very paradox offers a way for 
subjects to unsettle, resist or re-inscribe the powers that work upon them and that they 
work upon (after Butler, 1997). 
 
I use Lefebvre’s (1991) trialectic theory of spatiality to foreground the production of 
everyday life in educational institutions as a complex process. Within lived 
experience, through the body, there is always the other (Lefebvre, 1991), thus the 
three spaces operate simultaneously, each influencing and being influenced by the 
others, however for ease of explanation they are separated here. 
 
Spatial practice (perceived; real) 
Lefebvre considers this to be the space of daily practices, routines, locations, 
infrastructure, and relationships that are established and reproduced. Dubbed 
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‘firstspace’ by Soja (1996), it is a space where everyday things and practices are 
‘perceived’ as normal. Lefebvre suggests that spatial practice ensures continuity and 
some level of cohesion. It implies some level of competence or performance of 
established social practice.  
 
In educational institutions such as schools and universities, ‘perceived’ space is 
signified by what students, staff and community members do, where they do it, who 
they relate to (or not), and the nature of their established routines and practices. It is 
important to understand what constitutes ‘firstspace’ practices if we want to change 
space in a strategic way (Sheehy, 2009). 
Representations of space (conceived; ideal)  
‘Conceived’ spaces are representations of power and ideology, of control and 
surveillance (Soja, 1996). They are the ‘ideal’ of how society should be, and thus they 
influence what happens in ‘perceived’ everyday space, while at the same time being 
influenced by such spatial practice. Foucault (1977) suggests that institutions such as 
prisons and schools were developed to create discipline and order and useful space to 
achieve the ideals of a well-structured society that protects its citizens from physical 
or moral harm. Thus the design of such institutions was deliberate and ordered so that 
the space itself could discipline docile bodies. Artifacts and architecture laid down in 
history are elements of this ‘conceived’ or ‘secondspace’ (Soja, 1996). So too, 
government policy is instigated to regulate everyday practice to achieve an ‘ideal’ 
society. Everyday practice does, however, influence such policy or the design of 
institutions in a continuous dialectic relationship that Soja names ‘real-and-imagined’.  
 
11 
 
In neo-liberal societies, education has undergone major shifts in the ideologies that 
influence everyday practice in schools and universities. Individualisation (Beck & 
Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) is the new catchword of the corporatised educational 
landscape. Community-oriented policies and production-based lifestyles are being 
replaced with market-oriented policies and consumption-based lifestyles (Côté, 2002), 
and such a system and its philosophical underpinnings has been normalised through 
the hegemonic practices of governments and institutions over the past thirty years.  
Singh, Kenway and Apple (2005) suggest that individuals are induced to play the 
enterprise game as they see their own interests being served by such a culture, which 
results in a powerful, persuasive environment of calculative and self-centred views of 
the world.  However, it is assumed under such a system, that every individual is 
autonomous and therefore able to take advantage of what the market offers.  
 
Currently, under new economic conditions of global recession, many young people 
are experiencing the contradictions of dynamism and opportunity, alongside the 
reality of low incomes (Shildrick, Blackman, & MacDonald, 2009), thus the 
seductions of globalisation and a neo-liberal economy are beyond their reach. Within 
such an economy, not only do individual workers need to market their skills, but 
schools and universities also must market themselves as education is increasingly seen 
in terms of ‘exchange value’ (White & Wyn, 2004), whereby the qualification or 
place of education can be more ‘marketable’ than the education itself. Universities 
have taken to ‘branding’ themselves in ways that seek to attract young people with 
their specific behaviours and practices, but which also influence how physical space 
or cyberspace is used and promoted at the institution.     
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Lived space (thirdspace; heterotopia)   
Lived space is a space to resist, subvert and re-imagine the ‘real-and-imagined’ spaces 
(Soja, 1996) of everyday realities and hegemonic ideologies. It offers the potential for 
space to be made and remade with generative possibilities for critical transformation 
and civic participation. It is a space for new possibilities and imaginings of how things 
could be, a space of transgression and symbolism (Lefebvre, 1991). Foucault (1986) 
describes such counter-sites as heterotopias, which are different from the sites they 
reflect and speak about – a disordering of the presumed orderliness of knowledge and 
things. 
 
This is the space where young people at university can make choices about which 
‘firstspace’ and/or ‘secondspace’ practices/ideologies they might interrupt or resist 
and how they might do so in their own time and space. Educational researchers have 
begun to use Lefebvre’s spatial theories to explain how space permits some actions, 
suggests others, and prohibits others (Sheehy, 2009). For example Tejeda (2005) tried 
hybridising college students’ local knowledge with the conceived knowledges and 
practices of college, and found that college space could be re-represented as 
‘thirdspace’ within the ‘secondspace’ curriculum and architecture of the college. 
Sheehy (2004) demonstrated the stranglehold ‘secondspace’ can have on teachers and 
students. She showed how daily practices can become routine and accepted as 
‘normal’, so that when new (thirdspace) practices are introduced into the ‘real-and-
imagined’ spaces of classrooms; they may not easily be taken up. Sheehy’s (2009) 
more recent work reinforces the power of ‘secondspace’ in educational institutions. 
She argues that even if individual teachers attempt to introduce new ideas based on 
their ‘thirdspace’ ideologies; unless they can play along with the ideologies of the 
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institutional space and point in history, they have little chance of take-up or success. 
This intersection and phasing of space and time, the chronotope, is crucial in 
analysing active civic participation of young people at university. Spaces and spatial 
practices that are sedimented with historical and social understandings can be difficult 
to re-imagine or invert.  
 
The present study 
The key objective of the present study is to describe the understandings of young 
people on middle-class life trajectories, regarding active participation, social justice 
and a community ethos.  An examination of the ways in which young people embrace 
and/or resist these key educational foci in Australian curriculum documents once they 
move into higher education, is seen as a way to understand the sustainability of civic 
ideals in the community, and provide key information about new forms of civic 
activity. Fifteen volunteer middle-class participants were recruited from the Faculties 
of Education (8), Law (Social Justice) (3) and Human Movement Studies (4) from 
two Queensland universities. These areas were targeted as disciplines which engender 
forms of service within communities. Participants were school-leavers in their second 
or third year of a four-year degree, so that they were over eighteen years of age and 
had potentially established practices and connections with others that were not 
necessarily related to their years of schooling. However, having left school only two 
or three years previously, they would potentially still draw upon (critical) influences 
from that period of their lives. Middle class students were targeted as a way to 
understand young people’s active participation when emancipation or social change is 
not a key factor in their lives or lifestyles. These are students whose lifestyles will 
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generally continue undisturbed whether they actively participate in social justice or 
other civic projects or not.   
 
Each participant was interviewed individually on two occasions, and was 
subsequently part of one of the two focus group (FG) interviews conducted as follow-
up to prompt similar or contradictory accounts of their understandings and practices. 
Given the small sample size in this project, it is important to note that findings cannot 
be generalised across all young, middle class people at university. The findings are, 
however, corroborated by much of the literature around changing university spaces 
and young people’s civic participation as illustrated in the data analysis. The small 
number of participants also allowed more time with each individual so that rich, 
qualitative data could be gathered from each participant at different points in time and 
in both individual and group contexts. 
 
Methodology  
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is concerned with the workings of power through 
discourse on three intertwined levels: the macro level of socio-historical ideologies 
and influences; the meso level of the contextual specificities of the textual 
occurrences and how these influence the discourse; and the micro level of the 
language choices that are used to represent particular ideas. This method of analysis 
sits well with the theories of spatiality I have outlined in previous sections, and it 
enables me to make visible the key themes in the data, using evidence from the 
interview talk as situated (spatial), temporal discourse. I use Fairclough’s (1992, 
2003) linguistic point of reference, that of Hallidayan linguistics which is concerned 
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with the social character of text and the relationship between language and other 
elements of social life. 
 
Attention to the macro level in CDA enables exploration of the ‘conceived’ (Lefebvre, 
1991) space of ideological norms and historical influences on the physical spaces and 
how things are done in those spaces. The meso and micro levels in CDA can 
illuminate the ‘perceived’ (Lefebvre, 1991) space of daily practices and the spaces in 
which they occur. The meso level analysis outlines the contextual specifics of these 
data; including when they were produced, how and where they were produced and for 
whom they were produced. The micro analysis highlights how these daily practices 
and spaces are represented by the participants through their language. Of particular 
interest in a CDA that foregrounds spatiality, are the language elements of transitivity, 
particularly the circumstances of time and place. Identifying the participants (people, 
places, ideas) that are spoken about; what these participants do or say or believe 
(processes); and how they are described (attributes), can indicate the ideological 
influences and power at play in the production of these texts. The lexical choices and 
collocations can indicate the links that the interview participants make in their 
representations of ideas and things, both within the text and with other texts in time 
and space (intertextuality); and the interpersonal function of language can be 
interrogated to identify the roles and relationships that play out within the text. 
Positions of power are evident through such analyses. This function is particularly 
important in the interactional interview context. 
 
CDA is also interested in possible resistance to, or subversion of, power. This aspect 
of CDA can draw attention to any evidence in the data of Lefebvre’s (1991) ‘lived 
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space’ or Soja’s (1996) ‘thirdspace’ as possibilities of critical transformation or 
fractures of the ‘real-and-imagined’ space of civic participation at university. 
 
Data and analysis 
An initial macro analysis of the data identified three key themes that were clearly 
evident across the corpus of data: 1) The invisible student citizen; 2) Individualised 
subjects and market driven spaces; and 3) Seeking spiritual guidance. Once these 
themes were identified, a meso analysis was undertaken in which each section of the 
interview transcripts was categorised according to these themes. Interview transcripts 
create a large corpus of text, thus it is necessary when using CDA with this type of 
data, to extract key sections of text for linguistic analysis, which are illustrative of the 
themes identified in the macro analysis. A detailed linguistic analysis was then 
conducted on these extracts from the transcripts.  Examples to illustrate each of the 
three key themes are analysed below using CDA to make visible the workings of the 
spatial trialectic in accounts of civic participation for young people at university. For 
reasons of space, only seven extracts are analysed here, however these examples 
represent the key findings from each theme.  
The invisible student citizen 
The perceived space of the participants in this study revolves around them as needs-
based customers in the university environment (Langworthy, 2005), where you come 
in, pay for particular qualifications, get your degree and get out. Time on campus is 
limited in their time-precious lives, as they juggle full or part-time work, alongside 
study, family and social commitments.    
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Int:    So do they – like is there anything that happens at the uni that encourages you 
to participate more in the community? 
J: Not really. Like there’s stuff there that you can do. But it’s sort of – if you want 
it, come and get it. Not encouraging them to do it. Because I think in uni, you 
pay your money, you come here, you do your degree. Then there’s like the few, 
like the minority, that come here and want to experience things and grow as a 
person and that. I think that’s a minority of people that want to do that. Yeah. 
So it’s not as though they – it’s not their priority to do that. More of just provide 
an education. 
 
Jasper (all names have been changed) indicates the low importance of community-
oriented student activities on campus as he uses the abstract participants ‘stuff’ and 
‘it’, and through his weak modals ‘that you can do’ and ‘if you want it’. Lexically, he 
directly contrasts ‘education’ and ‘experience things and grow as a person’, which is 
consistent with conceived spaces of consumerist and vocationalist (Langworthy, 
2005) university discourses. Shortened and flexible course structures, along with an 
increasing focus on work integrated learning (Rochford, 2006) have idealised fast, 
client-driven qualifications for a fee, as opposed to a wide-ranging education both in 
and out of the classroom. Consumerist discourses are also evident in Jasper’s 
perceived space with the strong modality of the short, sharp ‘you pay your money, 
you come here, you do your degree’, with clear lexical links between money and 
degree, emphasised with the repeated transitive pattern ‘you pay…you come…you 
do…’. The 2nd person pronoun ‘you’ is an all-encompassing term, serving to 
normalise this view of university students. Jasper switches between 2
nd
 person tenor 
(which potentially includes himself), and 3
rd
 person ‘them’, ‘their’ and ‘they’ as he 
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seems conflicted in this interview context about including himself in this group who 
don’t prioritise experiencing things and growing as a person at university. He does 
suggest that ‘the minority’ or ‘the few’ take a different view, but seems unsure about 
whether he aligns himself with this group. Jasper’s perceived space is influenced by a 
number of factors which may explain his use of uncertain language. First, he is aware 
of the research focus on civic participation; second, the personal proximity of the 
interview context is a space where interpersonal language is used to negotiate 
relationships and viewpoints; and finally, he is immersed in the conceived space of 
neo-liberal university agendas which normalise corporatisation on the one hand, yet 
advocate social justice and transformative education through courses such as 
Education, Justice Studies and Human Movement Studies, on the other.  
 
Carl’s comment demonstrates similar practices in his perceived space…      
 
I don’t know if other people have a different experience of uni… but myself, I find it’s 
a bit that you turn up, you go to your class and then you go home.  There’s not so 
much of a – you know, it’s more about the learning for most people than it is for 
participation in something.  Maybe that’s just ‘cause I’m working as well; I don’t 
know.  (Carl) 
 
Carl also creates a binary between ‘learning’ and ‘participation’, and uses the 
repetitive 2
nd
 person ‘you’ in a similar way to Jasper, with short, simple clauses ‘you 
turn up, you go to your class and then you go home’. Unlike Jasper, he uses ‘I’ and 
‘myself’ in 1st person as he offers the material process ‘am working’ as a causal 
argument for lack of participation. His repeated ‘I don’t know’, and switching 
19 
 
between ‘I’ and ‘you’, mirrors Jasper’s uncertainty about aligning himself 
linguistically in this interview context, with ‘most people’ who don’t participate.  
 
Winter et al (2006) suggest that higher education reforms over the past five years have 
led to the depoliticization of the student body; and have minimized collegial structures 
and limited the impact of union activity. Voluntary Student Unionism (VSU) has 
drastically cut the funding for student groups to operate on campus, thus they are less 
visible and are considered service-providers (Rochford, 2006) rather than important 
advocates of community-based politics for the common good. Students are spending 
less and less time on campus due to paid work and increased remote access via 
technology, so the conceived university space as a (potentially distant) service 
provider suggests limited value in financial support or participation in union activities. 
‘Today, students are just individual shells negotiating their life highway, obeying the 
traffic rules society has set before them, rather than fully engaged, integrated 
participants in the institution’(Langridge, 2003).  
 
As students become less engaged on campus, universities have responded to market 
demand for more flexible teaching modes, fast-track degrees and employment-
focused courses (Rochford, 2006). Such responses contribute to a conceived space 
which encourages students to spend even less time on-campus as they utilize new 
technologies, acquire qualifications in shorter periods of time (Ryan & Healy, 2009), 
and spend more time off-campus in work-integrated learning environments. Students 
are immersed in a culture of invisibility in the massification of higher education 
(Marendet & Wainwright, 2009). As Saskia suggests, she is ‘put off’ by visible 
demonstrations by ‘forceful’ social justice groups. 
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I think the social justice groups at uni who put out the flyers and do the – oh what do 
you call it? The demonstrations… I can’t remember what you call it.  I think they’re 
really passionate about what they do, but they can sometimes be a bit forceful like in 
trying to push their political societal views on other students.  So it kind of can be a 
bit of a… it puts you off sometimes.  (Saskia) 
 
Saskia almost dismisses the political action of ‘social justice groups’ through her 
vague introduction of their ‘demonstrations’ with ‘…what do you call it?’ Her use of 
the interrogative mood, the pronoun ‘it’, and the negative process ‘can’t remember’, 
sit her perceived practices squarely outside of any overt political action. She indicates 
uncertainty through modals such as ‘sometimes’, ‘kind of’, ‘a bit’ as she never openly 
disagrees with the group’s intentions or values, yet indicates that it is the overt nature 
of their actions that ‘puts you off’. She also moves between the descriptors 
‘passionate’ and ‘forceful’ as though she is trying not to be too critical of what might 
be considered ‘good’ civic participation in the perceived space of the interview. 
Saskia is immersed in the conceived space of mass education as a site of invisibility 
for many students. This space includes large lecture theatres where individual students 
become invisible in the sea of faces; no permanent space on campus for student 
groups to use; and limited time for busy academics to meet individually with the 
numerous students that they teach.  The decline of public funding for universities has 
led to a greater reliance on research and development income in university budgets 
(Winter, 2006), with a shift of resource allocation from instructional activities to 
administrative functions geared towards entrepreneurialism (Gumport & Pusser, 
2005).  Thus, academic staff attention is firmly focused on publications, acquisition of 
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grant funding, and industry contracts; with less incentive for engaged scholarship or 
student support. In this conceived space, the student body is positioned first and 
foremost as a source of income. 
 
Individualised subjects and market-driven spaces 
The conceived space of neo-liberal society is highly visible in the accounts of these 
participants at university. They suggest individualised and selfish agendas are normal, 
and they point to well-meaning citizens who are more likely to take a personal 
approach to civic participation.    
 
It seems as though perhaps we’re a little bit more commercially driven, as societies.  
It seems to be not so much community focus, more individualistic a little bit.  Sort of… 
the ideas of communities and being part of a country or organisations and groups… 
maybe not so much any more.  Perhaps in the same way that it used to be, anyhow.  
So I think that’s changing, more of an individualised approach to life, rather than a 
collective, social way of thinking.  (Anthony, FG2) 
 
Anthony’s weak modality – ‘perhaps’, ‘a little bit’, ‘seems’, ‘sort of’, ‘maybe’ is 
indicative of the perceived space of the focus group, whereby he is careful not to 
offend anyone.  He uses ‘individualistic’ and ‘individualised’ in lexical contrast 
(‘rather than’; ‘not so much’) to ‘community’, ‘collective’, and ‘social’, and his use of 
the temporal terms ‘anymore’ and ‘used to be’ suggests that time and history are 
factors in people’s ‘approach to life’ or ‘way of thinking’. He intimates that 
individuals don’t really see the big picture or how our actions affect the ‘country or 
organisations and groups’ that we are part of. Anthony’s statements reflect the 
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conceived space in which universities operate; one that is marked by neo-liberal 
agendas of individualisation and self-help. Kenny (2004) suggests that active 
citizenship for social change has now merged with entrepreneurialism, moving the 
focus from social rights and collective activism to individual leadership and initiative. 
 
Int: How would you describe our society? 
B:       Very consuming.  Like everybody’s always got to be consuming something or 
doing something, or spends a lot of money and consumes and doesn’t really   
give much but more focus is on what the person, individual’s getting and how 
they’re treated, not about others.  It’s really like a me-based society. 
 
Bec ‘s comments are in accord with Anthony’s viewpoint in this interview; however 
she is prepared in the more private perceived space of the individual interview to 
demonstrate strong and definite modality with ‘very’ and ‘always’, adding emphasis 
with the repetition of ‘consuming’/ ‘consumes’. Her statements encompass 
‘everybody’ as participants in this widespread phenomenon, with processes indicating 
selfishness and greed, such as ‘consuming’, ‘doing’, ‘spends’, ‘’s getting’. These 
conceived discourses of consumerism in society have influenced perceived spaces of 
universities. Universities are involved in community engagement, but this can be 
readily co-opted to a market driven agenda, for example economic benefits of 
research funding and/or commercialization of research that may have little community 
benefit. Some suggest that the civic role of universities is a strategy of resistance 
(lived or thirdspace) within the commodification of education (Ostrander, 2004), 
however Winter et al (2006) suggest that it can be very difficult to determine 
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outcomes such as ‘public good’ or intellectual development which are not part of an 
economic narrative. 
 
A common theme for these participants is the notion of the well-meaning citizen who 
cares about issues that are close to home or of personal significance.  
 
Int:       What do you do to change inequity and inequality? 
T: Well just on a sort of my local level, to stand up for something that you don’t 
think is right and try and – if you came across somebody who needs help in all 
of that, like inequalities that are reasons and just do your best to stand up for 
them and that sort of thing.  But other than that, don’t really have, like I’m not 
a – go on political marches or anything to stand up for all the injustice and 
stuff, so I probably don’t do that much else. 
Int:       Someone you know like just if it’s someone you know? 
T:         Just at a personal level, because there’s not much else I could do if there was 
a… like on a national level.  So probably just, yeah, focus on a personal level. 
 
Tricia indicates a continuum of participation from a ‘local level’ to a ‘national level’, 
as she positions herself in the former rather than the latter. She lexically links ‘local’ 
to ‘personal’, and explains that such participation means to ‘do your best’ to ‘stand 
up’ for people you know or personal ideals in relation to ‘inequalities’. She seems 
overwhelmed by broader issues with her weak modals and negative processes in 
‘there’s not much else I could do’ and ‘I probably don’t do that much else’. Tricia 
shows uncertainty about what might constitute active participation as she almost 
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creates a binary between ‘helping people’ on one level, and ‘political marches’ on 
another, with no indication of possibilities in between.  
 
Wulff (2003) intimates that space is an influential element in young people’s civic 
participation as she believes that they respond to the social context in which they find 
themselves and the opportunities that arise (in that time and space). Consumerist and 
individualised conceived spaces thus produce such behaviours in the perceived space; 
and those behaviours in turn perpetuate the neo-liberal conceived space. Everingham 
(2001) argues that government intervention in this space is realised through notions of 
community that mobilize shared values of immediate family and a moral obligation to 
help disadvantaged others in your own community. 
Seeking spiritual guidance 
The volunteer sector is increasingly responsible for community welfare in Australia, 
and much of this work is undertaken under the auspices of church groups, many of 
which actively recruit young people as volunteers (Youniss, et al., 1999). Over two 
thirds of the participants in this study introduced religion or spirituality into the 
discussion with no prompting or planned questions from the interviewer on this topic. 
 
Int:      What social issues do you care about? 
Jon: One is moral justice.  I don’t like seeing people get away with things that they 
really should be punished for.  Working together for… a sort of… common 
good.  Working, I suppose, for a higher order, like I believe that God has a 
plan for my life and for everyone’s life and I believe that we should all work 
towards that.  And it is a perfect plan, as long as we obey that and do as God 
wants us to.  But being human, we all fall short, we all stuff up, and we make 
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decisions that aren’t exactly what God wants us to, so I believe that plan is 
always changing.   
 
Jon introduces the term ‘moral justice’, which is lexically linked with processes of 
regulation such as ‘get away with’ and ‘be punished’. He positions himself and others 
(‘we’) as docile bodies who should ‘all work towards’ the ‘higher order’ of God’s 
‘perfect plan’. The plan is there to ‘obey’, and will guide us towards a ‘common 
good’. Jon repeats the spiritual mantra of ‘I believe’, and as he indicates certainty that 
‘the plan’ will maintain order and stability as long as we self-regulate and obey. 
 
Several decades ago, Erikson (1969) emphasised the importance of a higher power or 
transcendent meaning to young people in the face of an ever-changing and complex 
present. This view seems even more pertinent today in relation to today’s unstable 
economic conditions, new technologies and new forms of community. This is a 
conceived space in which one is encouraged to present oneself in multiple ways to 
compete in the business of life, work and social space. In response to the uncertainty 
of multiple selves and remaking self, students may use religion or spirituality as solid 
and constant certainty. Religious ‘control’ of the body in space and time can instigate 
‘regimes of practice’ (Foucault, 1977) in the perceived space that subjectify the body 
as one in control, with clear guidelines and moral truths (Macdonald & Kirk, 1999). 
 
Many of these participants may be creating their own lived space or thirdspace - in 
resistance to a complex global society - in the form of a cocooned space which 
focuses on moral and spiritual values that can be enacted on a personal level.  
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Conclusion 
A close inspection of the discourse of these young people indicates their uncertainty 
about the role they can or should play as civic participants while at university. 
Contradictory ‘perceived’ and ‘conceived’ spaces (Lefebvre, 1991) of universities on 
the one hand promote community engagement and social justice, but on the other 
have been co-opted into entrepreneurial, client-based practices. These contradictions, 
and the perceived lack of opportunity to be civic-minded in this context have a 
significant effect on students’ lived practices (Wulff, 2003) and conceptions of the 
‘ideal’ student and citizen. Under a neo-liberal agenda, university has become a space 
of business transaction and portfolio building, as these participants show little 
connection between their university life and any forms of civic participation through 
student unions or campus groups. Business at university, as indicated here, seems to 
discourage any overt political action or community-building. Instead, these students’ 
accounts suggest that they are treated, and accordingly act, as clients who get what 
they need for their career portfolio, and get out. They are the products of power that 
has been exercised over their bodies, movements, desires and forces (Foucault, 1980). 
They find personal connections and ways to ‘grow as a person’ in other spaces. These 
conceived spaces of the corporate university are difficult to break down for the 
purposes of ‘common good’ or social justice as an end in itself. 
 
Many young people are being recruited by, or seek out, local support groups to carve 
out personal ‘lived spaces’ that are, for the most part, disconnected from big ‘P’ 
politics (Zaff, Malanchuk, Michelsen, & Eccles, 2003). This position is corroborated 
by the current data.  These intimate perceived spaces of civic life (McDonald, 2006) 
are not apathetic, as these participants regard concern for their fellow person 
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(Vromen, 2003) and ‘standing up’ for those who are treated inequitably or unfairly, as 
key forms of civic participation. Surprisingly for this study (which had no intended 
focus on spirituality), religious or spiritual communities play a key role in the social 
and civic lives of these youth, as such doctrines can create meaning and order within 
the overwhelming realities of modern life (Abbott-Chapman & Denholm, 2001). By 
resisting the complexities of world politics and economic crises, these young 
participants seem to be embracing a more simple form of civic participation, a ‘real-
and-imagined’ space (Soja, 1996) over which they can have some control or through 
which they can make a difference to those close to them and ‘be a good person’. 
 
Unless the conceived space of universities moves away from notions of the ‘invisible 
student’ in mass education and the clear prioritizing of entrepreneurial activities, the 
perceived spaces that are enacted in this chronotope will continue to mirror 
individualised, corporate agendas which seem to leave no space for civic ‘good’.     
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